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CHIEF KEMLY: Today's date is December 
7th, 2001. The time is 1645 hours. This is 
Battalion Chief Ronald Kemly of the New York 
City Fire Department. I'm conducting an 
interview with the following individual: 
Firefighter 6th grade Robert Byrne, assigned 
to Engine Company 24 of the Fire Department 
of the City of New York. 

The interview is taking place at the 
quarters of Engine 24, in the company 
office, regarding the events of September 
11th, 2001. 

Q. Fireman Byrne, would you please tell me 
what happened on September 11th. 

A. September 11th I arrived for work early 
to do my probationary firefighter duties so I was 
square with everything. When we got the call to 
go, I was able to -- I had to beg the nozzle man 
to let me take up on him, which I did. The call 
came in around 8:46, so we responded immediately. 
So I had the knob. 

En route to the World Trade Center, it 

was myself as the nozzle man, Marcel Claes was 


the backup, Dan Sterling was the doorman, and 
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Rich Billy had control, Lieutenant Hanson was my 
officer and John Ottrando was our chauffeur. 

While going to the Trade Center, I'm 
really doing my size-up and saying, oh, my God, 
there's like ten floors missing. Everything is 
blowing out fire. I remember looking how high it 
is and saying, oh, my God, how are we going to 
get up there with all of our equipment. 

We parked on, I'm pretty sure it was 
the West Side Highway by Vesey. I'm almost sure 
it was over in that area. I remember John parked 
the rig. We headed to the north tower at that 
time. 

When we were going there, I remember 
seeing debris and whatnot falling. When we got 
to the staging area inside the lobby, I remember 
seeing other companies. I remember vividly 
seeing it looked like the core elevators of the 
building were blown apart as if a giant had 
punched through tinfoil. 

I remember seeing some bodies. I 
remember looking out into the courtyard and 
seeing some mutilated bodies. Debris was 


everywhere. I remember we were just waiting for 
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our assignment. 

From there we headed up, I believe it 
was behind Ladder 20, and we headed up to the 
staircase A. We got as far as, I'd say, the 13th 
floor initially. We had to take our first blow 
because we were carrying a lot of equipment. 

There were civilians jamming the 
staircase. There was water flowing down the 
staircase; I remember that. People saying, 
"Thank you, guys." I remember another unit 
behind us. I don't remember what company they 
were with. One of the senior guys was saying 
basically, "You're almost there, folks. You're 
almost there." Then I started joking around with 
the people. I said, "Yeah, all this for 32 
grand." People thought it was funny. That was 
my way of trying to make them feel better, tell 
them a joke. 

On the 13th floor we took a break. I 
remember hearing radio calls then, by other 
units, some maydays, members down with chest 
pains. I don't know what floors they were on. 

I kept going up. I remember seeing 


people coming down in the stairs. We had to make 
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way for a couple of people that had their skin 
hanging off their bodies, basically. They were 
pretty burnt up. 

I don't remember what floor it was, but 
we were with a woman who had an asthma attack and 
a man was helping her down. We were trying to 
help her. We didn't have too much CFR stuff with 
us, but some EMT I guess it was -- popped out of 
nowhere. He had an oxygen tank with no proper 
rebreather mask, but he was able to give her a 
little air. 

To make a long story short, she was 
able to get out because she decided not to stay 
and wait for EMS to help her out. She just got 
out. She got out of the building. 

It was around the 29th floor, I think 
it was, that we decided to take some of our gear 
off in order to make it up to the 80th floor. 
Then we moved up to I think it was the 29th 
floor. I don't remember what other units were up 
there. Like I was saying, we were going to take 
some gear off, leave a few of the hose lengths. 
We carried a lot of gear up, and it was almost 


impossible to make it up that high anyway. 
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That's where we left Rich Billy to be 
communications relay, basically, because 
communications were pretty poor in the staircase. 
Personally I didn't hear a lot of radio 
transmissions. 

I remember going to I believe it was 
the 35th floor we got to, and that's where we ran 
into 5 Truck, our guys. They saw us. We came 
into the hallway, and we were pooped. They came 
over and offered us water. We took a blow there 
for a little bit. 

I remember somebody had gotten into a 
water dispenser, and we took Poland Spring 
bottles. I think it was Andy Brunn that got into 
it. We were giving them out to civilians on 
their way down. 

I remember later on we went up to -- I 
don't know if it was still on the 35th floor and 
that's when we all dove into the staircase 
because basically the whole tower shook and we 
heard the noise of something going on. We didn't 
know what it was. 

What it was was the south tower 


collapsing. We didn't know. Finally we got some 
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sort of transmission on the radio saying there 
was a collapse on the 60th floor. Meanwhile the 
south tower happened to come down. 

We were still on arest period. We 
started going back. We were supposed to meet up 
with another unit; I don't remember who it was. 
We made it as far as, I believe it was the 37th 
floor, and I believe it was a chief from the 11th 
Battalion that popped up on the staircase. His 
exact words were "Drop everything and get out." 
We looked to Lieutenant Hanson, and he said, 
"Drop everything and get out." That's when we 
basically evacuated. 

I remember going up the stairs took us 
over the hour. Getting down the stairs took 
maybe ten minutes, not even. By that time the 
staircase was empty. The same staircase we took 
up was empty on the way down. 

We got as far as I believe the 10th 
floor, 10th or 15th -- I'm not a hundred percent 
sure -- and we knew something was bad at that 
time anyway. 

There was a radio transmission for -- 


they needed help. Lieutenant Hanson told me to 
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get out because my -- when the chief told me to 
drop everything, because I'm a proby, I followed 
orders to the T, I guess, and I dropped 
everything, except for my bunker gear, of course. 
But I dropped my Scott tank and everything. When 
I got down to that floor, he said, "All right, 
Byrne, you don't have your face piece. Just get 
out of the building." 

Basically, I got as far as the third 
floor, where I ran into -- it looked like there 
was a collapse down there. It was pretty bad. 

It was all smoky and dusty. I thought it was 
smoke, and I got a little nervous. I was at the 
point where I was going to go up and get another 
Scott tank, but I realized it wasn't smoke. 

That's when I saw it was a collapse. 

It looked like a collapse; either that or the 
collapse and just closed up the staircase, I 
think it was the second floor, third or second 
floor, whatever it was. That's where I ran into 
a Port Authority cop, and he directed me out. 

It was a good thing I had my flashlight 
on still, because it was pitch-black. I followed 


a pitch-black hallway, and that's where I ran 
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into a group of civilians. When we got to the 
point, I think it was the lobby, and that's where 
we had -- we had a little overhead protection 
there, and then we had to run across to the next 
overhead protection it was about a 75 foot run. 
There were jumpers and debris that was falling. 
We had to pretty much take our chance when we 
made the run. 

Before that I remember running into 
another guy in my probationary class, Jimmy 
Brown. He was with 10-10. He was saying he 
doesn't know where everybody is. To make a long 
story short with Jimmy Brown, he ended up living 
but he got buried up to his shoulders. They had 
to dig him out before he suffocated. 

I remember making the mad dash, praying 
I wasn't going to get hit. I took a peek up. I 
saw it looked clear to me, and I ran. I was 
under another bit of overhead protection, but it 
wasn't really that good a protection because the 
aluminum was just coming down from that building. 
It was just going through that thick plate glass 
like a hot knife through butter. There were 


bodies littering the courtyard. Everything was 
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on fire. 

So I was by myself with 20 civilians, I 
guess. I was the only fireman. The whole line 
stopped because we had to stay in a single column 
to keep the overhead protection. I didn't 
understand why the column stopped. I was 
worried. I was like, why is this thing stopping? 

So I went around to the front, and 
that's when I found this big lady and she 
couldn't walk. Basically I was like, "Lady, 
you've got to get up. You're going to kill 
everybody." She said, "No, just leave me here." 
So we couldn't do that of course. I tried to 
help carry her, but I was just so exhausted. She 
wouldn't give any effort whatsoever to get up. I 


told her I have to go get a straight board. 


Right around the corner of the 
building, maybe 20 feet, 30 feet, I found a 
couple of ESU cops. With them two and myself, we 
were able to get her as far as Church and Vesey 
on the courtyard still. We're not in the street 
level; we're still right next to the building. 

I think there was another cop that came 


over with a straight board. We strapped her in, 
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we took her down the stairs, and that's when the 
building came down. We were about 150 feet away 
when the building came down. 

I remember when the building came down 
I couldn't believe it, because I didn't even know 
the other one came down yet, because we were 
never told. We were told it was a collapse above 
the 60th floor. 

What's that, Chief? I'm sorry. 

All of a sudden the lady was able to 
get up and walk fine. That was good. At least 
she lived. Because I didn't have a mask, I 
inhaled quite a bit of that stuff. It went in my 
eyes, everything. 

I remember walking into, I think it was 
towards Vesey, and I saw somebody in the middle 
of the street and said, "Who are you? "I don't 
know if I said, "Who are you?" I just remember 
looking. I kept on walking towards the only 
person I saw. It turned out to be Lieutenant 
Hanson. He barely got out too. 

Together him and I were able to walk a 
block or half a block through all that debris. 


The debris was burning. We got help from a group 
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of maintenance guys in a building. They were 
able to wash our faces for us with a five gallon 
jug. From there we got over to 7 and 1 somehow. 

That's about it. 

Q. Okay. Thank you. I have some 
questions just to clarify stuff. 

A. Sure. 

Q. That was a good job there. 

The first question, you said there were 
other companies that you saw on the way, but you 
don't remember their numbers? When you got to 
Vesey and West, you started walking. These other 
companies, you didn't take any notice? 

A. When I was going in or out? 

Q. Going in, walking towards the north 
tower. You reported to the lobby command post, 
probably, but do you know who the chief was at 
the lobby command post? 

A. Yeah, I remember seeing Chief Hayden. 

Q. All right, Chief Hayden. 

A. Because I remember there was a 
firefighter from this house. I think it was 5 
Truck. I remember seeing him around here before 


that, and he was setting up the table, the 
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command table they use. I remember him knocking 
it down. That's what drew my attention to see 
Chief Hayden. 

Q. All right. So that was the aide 


probably of the division. 


A. Right. 
Q. So that was Division 1 was there 
already. 


But you didn't see any other companies 


like in the lobby, the numbers, any numbers? 


A. I remember seeing 5 Truck too. 

Q. You don't know where he directed him 
to? 

A. No. 

Q. You went up the stairs with Ladder 20? 

A. Yes. They were leading us. 

Q. No other companies came down or up 


while you were working that staircase? 

A. We were passing companies. 

Q. But you didn't take notice of their 
numbers? 

A. I didn't take notice. It was my first 
job, basically. 


Q. Okay. 
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You said you didn't hear much on the 
radio. Did you have a radio? 

A. I did not, but I was close enough to 
listen. 

Q. That's fine. 

The 11th Battalion, the chief you saw, 
you said you believe it was the 11th? 

A. Right. 

Q. Did you see anybody with him? Was his 
aide with him? 

A. No, he was by himself. 

Q. He was by himself. All right. 

And you met 5 Truck on, what did you 
say, the 35th? 

A. The 35th floor, I believe it was. 

Q. When you were coming down, did you see 
any other Fire Department units or any apparatus 
when you came out? 

A. When I came out there was an engine. I 
forgot the number. 

Q. It was probably crushed; right? 

A. No. 

Q. It was in good shape? 


A. It was in good shape after the building 
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collapsed. 

Q. You came out of the lobby on the Church 
Street side. Is that what you said? I believe 
you said that. 

A. Yeah, either that or I came out another 
way. I had to go around the building. 

Q. That's when you saw the engine, when 
you first came out? 

A. After the building came down I saw the 
engine, because I went to look for a Scott tank. 

Q. When you saw this fellow Jim Brown, was 
he in the lobby? Outside? 

A. I'm pretty sure he was in the lobby. I 
thought he was just right outside the lobby. 

Just before the mad dash. 
There was something else I missed, I 
wanted to tell. 

Q. Okay. If you can remember something 
else, go ahead. There's no rush. 

A. I just forgot it. 

Q. There's no rush. 

A. Sorry. Thinking about this bugs you 
out. 


Q. No, we're just trying to find out if 
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you saw the units -- 

A. Oh, okay, I remember now. I remember 
exactly. I remember 5 Truck telling us that they 
got up staircase B because it was empty of 
Civilians, because we were telling them how we 
were packed with civilians. They told us to take 
B with them, and we ended up just staying in A. 
That is what I remembered. 

Q. Okay. If there's nothing else, that 
concludes the interview. Thank you very much. 

A. Thank you, Chief. 


Q. Okay. 


